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What Happens When the "Magic" Wears Off?
The issues raised when public planners be-
come involved in the private development process
are illustrated clearly through a careful read-
ing of Elizabeth Tornquist's analysis of the
Durham Center's development. As city planners,
we are involved daily with private developers —
reviewing site plans, considering zoning
changes, proposing utility extensions or street
improvements. We even subsidize private devel-
opers if they are building or rehabilitating
houses. Only recently have planning departments
anywhere in the United States become involved in
assisting industrial and commercial developers
in any substantial way; most of the relation-
ships between planners and economic developers
to date have been regulatory or even adversar-
ial.
Durham has had an economic development
staff person in its planning department only
since 1979, and the City Council adopted its
first comprehensive economic development stra-
tegy in October of this year. The Durham Center
and its development gave the Department of Plan-
ning and Community Development its first experi-
ence with the "magic" of a major public/private
development initiative. A few of the facts of
life learned from this experience follow.
First, there are few cases where developers
and development groups are exactly beating down
the doors of planning agencies , asking them to
help plan their projects from the beginning.
Regardless of the level of expertise found in a
planning staff, planners must often be willing
to seize opportunities to inject themselves into
a development process rather than waiting to be
"invited." It's a tricky maneuver, but one that
must be undertaken if a planner sees his or her
role as a "change agent." It's almost flatter-
ing that observers think we were closely involv-
ed from the beginning in the Durham Center de-
velopment process; we, in fact, volunteered our
ideas for the project location to the corpora-
tion near the end of their planning phase, with-
out solicitation. Fortunately, those ideas were
welcomed and incorporated before the developer
became heavily involved in detailed project
planning. Later suggestions for design changes
were also offered on our own initiative.
Another lesson learned from the Durham Cen-
ter was that no amount of publicity necessarily
makes the development process public. It's hard
to explain to community groups that planners
seldom know more than what gets into the news-
papers. An aura of secrecy pervades any devel-
opment project and everybody involved, and no
explanations will satisfy everybody — even our-
selves. An added dilemma surrounds the issue of
public information. In cases where we are made
privy to confidential information, exposing the
developer's confidences may jeopardize the pro-
ject. The trust and confidence we worked hard
to attain would probably be lost. However, se-
crecy does restrict the input community groups
have into a major development project that will
involve public money. In this situation, the
best a planner can do is be aware of community
needs and represent them as much as possible
whenever an opportunity arises. Keeping an ear
to the ground should be a part of every plan-
ner's work program, just as it is for every
elected official.
A final important discovery from this pro-
cess was our own perception of the planner's
role in this process. As a planner you are
taught by schooling and experiences to be a com-
promiser. Proposing compromises sometimes earns
you a place on everybody's hit list. But it's
one important aspect of your job. You weigh al-
ternatives, identify the most important objec-
tives, and propose modifications to the project.
The developer and the architect may become un-
happy; sectors of the community may still be un-
satisfied.
As the above points reveal, public planners
must be willing to assume that development pro-
jects will occur in some form with or without
the support of the entire community involved.
AN AURA OF SECRECY PERVADES ANY DEVELOPMENT
PROJECT AND EVERYBODY INVOLVED, AND NO
EXPLANATIONS WILL SATISFY EVERYBODY
It may not happen in your town, but it'll be
somewhere. Until the governing body or voters
reject a project, a planner must work to assure
that the project will have few adverse impacts,
will have lasting benefit to the community, and
will provide benefits to people who historically
have not benefitted from development. This may
not be the best solution, but it is usually the
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only one available to a planner In a public
agency. In most instances, the tools you have
are a few regulations, some occasional subsi-
dies, and the power of persuasion. It's no way
to make a lot of friends in either the develop-
ment community or the low-income, working, and
minority communities. It may not be totally
satisfying even to the planner, but we continue
to believe that constructive participation in
making small changes in projects contributes to
our department's credibility and thereby in-
creases our role as planners in future local de-
velopment decisions.
Assuming, then, the above description of a
planner's role in the private development pro-
cess, there are a wide range of opportunities
for our involvement and influence in a project
such as Durham Center. There are an equal num-
ber of limitations on our involvement. These
limitations include: a private developer's nat-
ural unwillingness to be loaded down with the
"baggage" of solving the community's socioecono-
mic problems with a single project; the twenty-
year history of discussions about a civic center
in Durham, lending a sense of urgency to the
deliberations; and the highly political nature
IN MOST INSTANCES, THE TOOLS YOU HAVE
ARE A FEW REGULATIONS, SOME OCCASIONAL
SUBSIDIES, AND THE POWER OF PERSUASION.
of the discussions. Among our list of concerns,
we did not focus heavily on the socioeconomic
impacts of the project. We did not propose a
developer "guarantee" of jobs to low income res-
idents, although the issue was discussed and re-
ceived favorably by the developer. We did not
get into the issue of how local groups should be
charged to use the new facility. We did not
propose a financing plan that would accrue some
percentage of the developer's profits to the
city for community economic development pro-
jects. Considering the economic complexities
involved, the lateness of our entry into the
process , and the newness of our involvement in
economic development, we did not feel we were in
a position to develop and give financially sound
solutions to all these problems.
However, we did feel comfortable in propos-
ing some important features concerning the loca-
tion, impact, and design of the Center. We felt
strongly that placing the Center outside the
downtown loop, as the orginal discussion sug-
gested, would not only be a colossal mistake but
would also work against any past or future ef-
forts to revitalize the present downtown. Loca-
tion of the Center inside the loop also meant
proximity to the three older buildings (Carolina
Theatre, Arts Council, and Old Civic Center), a
strategic location for assuring their preserva-
tion and continued use. We also made several
suggestions about design aspects of the Center,
influenced by issues raised by the group of cit-
izens that presented an alternative design pro-
posal. The fact that this input was received
and used was, we felt, a very significant mea-
sure of the usefulness that planners can have in
the development process.
What we did, then, was estimate our oppor-
tunities and limitations, and try to work within
them to influence the Durham Center development
WE DID NOT GET INTO THE ISSUE OF HOW
LOCAL GROUPS SHOULD BE CHARGED TO
USE THE NEW FACILITY.
process. Perhaps we underestimated our poten-
tial for influence; however, we do feel we were
able to make some changes in the project that
will benefit the community in the long run. As
our role in economic development continues, we
will have more experience, confidence, and trust
to assert considerations we feel are important
ones. In order to assume that increased role,
keeping our ears to the ground and knowing com-
munity concerns will be very important. We have
initiated an ongoing planning process that
should provide a useful mechanism for assimilat-
ing those concerns.
The future of Planning and Community Devel-
opment involvement in Durham development pro-
jects is improving. With a City Council-adopted
Economic Development Strategy and aggressive
staff contact with the development community,
the beginnings of an active and hopefully effec-
tive program are in motion. Criticisms of our
activities should concentrate not on whether we
work with private developers , but on how we work
with development projects and how our actions
benefit the community.
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